
Estimated Prevalence

Of Overweight

In the United States

NTEREST ini overweight as alaealtlh prob-
lenin lhas beeni stimuitilated by life inisuraince

finidinigs that a relationislhip exists betweeni over-

weiglrt and (leath rates fromii dlegenerative dis-
eases. Tlhere is no currenit inforiatfion for the
Inite(l States fr'onli whlicil estimiiates of the prev-

alence of ani excessive accumulation of fat in
the bo(l clan be drawn.

Puiblislhed estimates of the prevalence of
oVel-eigVlt ar e aeiierallv arrived at in termls of
:a lheiellt-weiglhlt table. Vir-tually all lheiglht-
weighlit tables widely used ini the Uniited States
are based oni aw stli(lv relported ini 1912 (1). For
that investigation, (lXlata Onl lheiglht-weight r-e-

lationislhips wer-e collecte(d oni 221,819 mleni iII-
sumre(l betweeni 1885 anid 1900, anid oni 136,504
womieni inslure(l betweeni 188.5 anid 1909. From
thlose (lata, tables were prepared slhow-ing aver-

age w eighlits for eachl incelh of lheighlt for eachl
5-year agege roup. The tables of average
weiglhts for specific agre groups are called staind-
aid tables of leigllts aid w-eighlts. The study
showed(differences ini mnortality rates for a

grlolml) of these inisureed l)ersol0s, clalssified by ex-

cess of aetuial weighlt abovie the -averagre weighlt
for a grivenl lheighlt anid a(re. It also imiidicate(l
the illniesses responisible for the increased

mortal ity-lanmoing the over-weight group.
Since it, is recogniize(l that lheighlit and(l weiglht

alonie are inicoiil)lete ind(licators of over-weighlt.
mnore recenAt tables, takingc into conisideration
measuirenieints of build or body tpl)e, hlave been

(levelop)ed by tlhe Metropolitan Life Ii stiranee
Companiy (. 3). These tables of desirable
weiglhts slhow a range of weighlts for' eachi inchli
of heighlt by type of body frame. (Originally
calle(l "ideal weigrht" tables, tlhey are 11now lusul-
ally called "(lesiirable weiglht" tables.) The
basic figurIes for the talbleS were dlerived friomli
the standard tables of lheihlits anid weiglhts
(1) . 'These figuires, wlichli were arrived at by
using, the average weight for eaclh inicli of lheiglht
at age 30 for nmeni anid at alre 25 for womiiein, tenld
to correlate witlh the lowest mortality rates.

Prevalence of Overweight

Four estiinates of the prevalence of over-
wveight ini tlhe Uniited States are lpreselite(l liere.
Fkor this paper, overweight is definIed as 10 per-
cenit or iiore actutial weighlit above "stall(lar(l
Or' ;(lesirable' weight for the inidividual.

I /)a;rlnwellt.s Ano In.,itrance Exa,ninee.S
In 1938, the Life Extensioni nistittute coin-

dtucte(l a stuidy of the incidenice of impairments
among 10000 life inisuriance 0I)oicvholders (4).
No selectioni of any kinid was atteml)te(l. Geo-
graphically, those personms examinie(l repre-
senite(l the enitire Uniite(d Staltes.
The grouip conisisted of 3,02.5 females anid

6,975 ilales agred 10 years anid over, wlo were
presumal)ly free from illniess ani(l whlo lhad not
p)reviollsly been examinied by the Life Exteni-
sioln Inlstituite examiners. Ov-eIrweiglht ill this
stu(ly meanit 10 percenit or mnore actuial weight
above icdeal weight, taking inlto conisideerationi
a-ge anid heighlit. Duie Illowance was imade for
incdividlual physical type. The weiglht here is
the average weiglht for 30 years of age, wlich,
according to the Life Extension Inistitute (5),
is the ideal weight to m-iainitain t,hroughout
maturity. The a-erage weight at age 30 is
obtainied fromn the AMedico-Actuariall Mtorltality
Ilvestigationl (1). The table shlows that 27.3
percenit of tlhe. persons examineed-25.8 percent
of the mi<ales anl 30.9 percenit of the females-
weere 10 perceint or inore overweiglht.
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Insurafnce Company Estimates over 5 inillion peI'soiis, are 20 percenit or more
According to estiniates presented by the overweight.

Metropolitan Life Insuranice Companiy (6), at
least 20 perceint of the populatioin over the age Richmond Multiple Screening Project
of 30, or about 15 miillioni personis, are 10 per- In cooperationi with the Public Healthi Serv-
cent or more overweighit, aind 6.7 percent, or ice, the Richmoiid City Health Departmenit conl-

Estimated prevalence of overweight in the United States

Race and sex

Total-
Male-
Female -

Total-

Total ---- -

M ale
Female -- --

White:
Male___--
Female ----

Negro:
Male --_.
Female -

Total - - - - -
Male -

Female -

WVhite:
Male--
Female_ -

Negro:
Male ---

Female

Persons estimated to be 10 per-
cent or more overweight 1 (per-
cent of population)

Number

10. 000
6, 975
3, 025

(4)

33, 799
11. 574
22, 225

9, 017
19, 489

2, 557
2, 736

182, 207
82, 043

100, 164

48. 474
60, 489

33, 569
39, 675

Total White Negro

Total White Nregro

Persons estimated to be 20 per-
cent or more overweight I (per-
cent of population)

Total WWhite Negro

Life Extension Institute Study, July-August 1938 2 (unlseletted
examinees aged 10 and over)

30- 9 ---

- - - - - -- --

Metropolitan Life Insurance Co., 1950 3

20. 0 6. 7 ---- --

Richmond, Va., multiple-screening project, general population aged
15-59, January-July 1950

21. 4 -- - 10. 0
32. 0 --13. 8 -------- - --------

15.9 -- -0---

---- 31. 0 -- ]2. 9 -

13. 3 - -- -------- 6. 2

3, . 6 --- 17. 1
34. 4 20. 9

Atlanta, Ga., multiple-screening project, general population aged
15-59, April-June 1950

24. 8
24. 5
25. 0

------ 12.8
10. 1 -

- 15. 0 I-

94 4j r t.I

1.5. 7 !-

I-

24. 7 K
39. 3

il

9. 7
7. 7 -

10. 8
26. 2

1 The Life Extension Institute study uised "ideal
weight" (5). The Richmond multiple-screening proj-
ect and the Atlanta multiple-screening project usedi the
standard tables of heights and weights, which were taken
from the Association of Life Insurance Meoical Directors
and Actuarial Society Mortalitv Investigation, vol. 1,
1912, New York. The M'tropolitan Life Insurance
Co. used "desirable weight" tables (Metrop. Life

Ins. Statist. Bull. 23: 6-8, October 1942; 24: 6-8,
June 1943). 2 Proc. Life Extension Examiners, vol. 1,
No. 4, July-August 1939, pp. 89-93. 3 Armstrong,
Dublin, Wheatlev, and .Marks: J. A. NI. A. 147:
1007-1014, 1951. 4 A personal communication from
the Metlropolitan Life Insurance Company stated that
the estimate of overweight was based upon a variety
of sources (see references 4, 7-9).
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duct-ed a im-ultiple screeniing project in Rich-
mon(d, Va., froii January 30 through July 28,
1950. Heighlit and weight measurements were
taken as paart of the project. Data are available
for 33,799 persons, aged 15-59, who were pre-
sumably free from illness. The weight status
of each person screened was determined by
usinig the stanidard tables of lheiglhts and
weiglhts. It, was found tlhat. 21.4 percent of the
screenees were 10 percent or more overweight
anid that 10 percent were 20 percent or more
overwei(rht. Botlh groups included a relatively
highler lpercentage of Negro femnales than of
wlhite females. To a lesser extent, this was also
true of miales.

Atlanta Multiple Screening Project
Froin April 4 through June 30, 1950, the

Atlanta City and Georgia State Health Depart-
ments, in cooperation with the Public Health
Service, sponsored a multiple screening project
in Atlanta. Height and weight measurements
were takeni, and data are available for 182,207
persons aged 15-59. Standard tables of heights
antd weighlts w%ere also used in this study.

It was found that 24.8 percent of the persons
screened were 10 percent or more overweight,
and that 12.8 percent were 20 percent or more
overweiglht. As in the Richmond study, a
relatively hig,her percentage of Negro females
than of w-lite females were overweight. A con-
siderably smaller percentage difference was
found whlen comparing overweiglht among white
and Negro males.

Summary

Made at different times in differenit locations,
the four estimates cited indicate that more than
20 percent of the populationi of the United

States ar-e overweiglht. The estinmates of prev-
alence of overweiglht vary from 20 percent to
27.3 p)ercent. Based on 20 percent or more
above "stanidard" or "desirable" weight, the
estimates vary from 6.7 percent to 12.8 percent.
There was a relatively higher percentage of
Negro females than of white females in both
the 10- and 20-percent overweight categories.
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